Introduction {#sec1_1}
============

Activation of the immune system against tumors with blocking antibodies that target immune-modulatory receptors on T cells has resulted in above-average rates of long-lasting tumor responses in patients with different types of cancer \[[@B1], [@B2]\]. Antibodies blocking the cytotoxic T lymphocyte can induce this activation-associated protein 4 (CTLA-4), the programmed cell death 1 (PD-1) or programmed cell death ligand-1 (PD-L1) pathway, either alone or in combination.

Despite the significant clinical benefits, checkpoint inhibition is associated with an unusual spectrum of immunologically mediated side effects, and inflammatory damage of tissues; these effects are called immune-related adverse events (IrAEs). IrAEs include dermatological, gastrointestinal, hepatic, endocrine, pulmonary, and other less common effects \[[@B3], [@B4]\].

The increased use of immunotherapy drugs has led to the appearance of rare toxicities, which should be recognized promptly for correct treatment. Two areas of rare toxicity are vascular and neurological complications, which include deep venous thrombosis, pulmonary thromboembolism, kidney or renal stroke, cerebral ischemic events and encephalitis.

Here, we present two patients who experienced thromboembolic adverse events after using pembrolizumab, an anti-PD-1 checkpoint inhibitor.

Case Report {#sec1_2}
===========

Our first case report is a 56-year-old male with diabetes and psoriasis, former smoker of 20 packs/year, diagnosed with adenocarcinoma in the right lung. The diagnosis was confirmed by a biopsy of a metastatic subcarinal lymph node from an endoscopy ultrasound. Positron emission tomography-computed tomography (PET-CT) scan showed a high FDG uptake in the nodule in the right lung, right hilar and subcarinal lymph node, as well as the first lumbar vertebral body (L1) and the right sacral wing. He did not have EGFR mutation and ALK translocation, but a PD-L1 expression of 80%.

The patient started first-line treatment with pembrolizumab 200 mg IV every 3 weeks. The first cycle was given in January 2018, and he showed a good tolerance. After the second cycle, he developed a grade 2 colitis which improved with antibiotic and corticosteroid treatment but worsened his psoriasis (Fig. [1](#F1){ref-type="fig"}). Due to intense pain in the sacral bone, he was submitted to antalgic radiotherapy which reduced the need for opioids.

He received the third cycle in July 2018, and shortly afterwards was admitted to the hospital with worsening of his dyspnea and acute confusional state. His CT scans showed a focus of pneumonitis adjacent to his lung lesion, as well as acute pulmonary thromboembolism, renal and splenic infarctions, and bilateral deep vein thrombosis. The brain MRI revealed multiple signal changes involving the juxtacortical and periventricular white matter of the right inferior parietal lobe, as well as the temporal and occipital lobe of this side, sometimes confluent, characterized by a high signal in the T2/FLAIR sequences and restriction in the diffusion-weighted sequence, but without impregnation by the paramagnetic contrast agent (Fig. [2](#F2){ref-type="fig"}). It was suggestive of an embolic event. His neurological exam was consistent with left homonymous hemianopsia, left hemineglect, and mild left appendicular ataxia.

We examined him with a transesophageal echocardiogram, which was normal; a transcranial Doppler showed increased cerebrovascular resistance indicative of impairment of small brain arteries, but no active embolism. The brain magnetic resonance angiography was also normal. All rheumatological markers, including ANCA, anticardiolipin, lupus anticoagulant, anti-RO, anti-LA were not reactive. His cerebrospinal fluid was normal and negative for malignant cells. Because of the suspicion of pneumonitis and vasculitis, he received a high dose of corticosteroids (methylprednisolone 2 mg per kg) and enoxaparin 1 mg per kg twice a day, with progressive improvement of his symptoms. After 10 days, he was discharged from the hospital. Pembrolizumab was permanently discontinued.

Our second case report is a 78-year-old male patient with diabetes and hypertension, former smoker, but with no history of autoimmune disease. The patient was submitted to cystoscopy in July 2016 due to macroscopic hematuria, which demonstrated a muscle-invasive high-grade urothelial carcinoma. CT scans showed enlargement of the para-aortic, common, and external iliac lymph nodes. The para-aortic lymph node was biopsied and confirmed metastatic disease. He received two cycles of carboplatin and gemcitabine as first-line treatment but had a bad tolerance, and the disease progressed. As a second line of treatment, he received one cycle of pembrolizumab in December 2017, but soon after that, he had a severe complication involving necrosis of his fingers (Fig. [3](#F3){ref-type="fig"}). All the rheumatological markers were normal, so the necrosis was attributed to the immune checkpoint inhibitor, and it was permanently discontinued. After 2 weeks of treatment with corticosteroids, he had a partial improvement of symptoms.

Discussion {#sec1_3}
==========

To the best of our knowledge, those are the first cases of multiple arterial and venous thromboembolic events with atypical presentation related to immunotherapy in patients with no previous history of thrombophilia.

It is already known that thromboembolic disease is an increasingly recognized feature of several forms of systemic vasculitis. Complex interactions of inflammation, structural vessel damage and endothelial biology in vasculitis can provide a biological model for the relationship between inflammation and thrombosis \[[@B5]\]. As the first patient presented thromboembolic and immune-related symptoms, such as colitis, pneumonitis, and psoriasis, and due to the inflammatory status caused by cancer and the treatment, we consider that a vasculitis-like condition may have caused such events. It is important to emphasize that the use of corticoids and enoxaparin were essential to improve and prevent recurrence of symptoms.

Recent systematic review about the association of vasculitis and immune checkpoint inhibitors found 20 cases with strong documented confirmation of the IrAE \[[@B6]\]. The most common vasculitis involved large vessels, and most of the cases were patients with metastatic melanoma.

A single-institution experience observed 10% of venous thromboembolism events in patients during immunotherapy, most of which were deep venous thrombosis, a very similar rate comparing to other cancer treatments. No arterial thromboembolism was found \[[@B7]\]. Other vascular events are infrequent and represent less than 1% of all the IrAEs \[[@B8], [@B9]\]. Only a few cases of arterial embolic events are described in the literature, and theories attempting to explain the pathogenesis of those events in patients using immunotherapy \[[@B10]\]. One of them considers the role of PD-1 in downregulating proatherogenic T cell responses and that blockade of this molecule would increase the risk of cardiovascular complications as demonstrated in animal studies \[[@B11]\]. A retrospective study with lung cancer patients demonstrated 16.7% of thromboembolic events occurring after initiating nivolumab, including one arterial thrombosis \[[@B12]\]. Despite this, it is challenging to establish the correlation between immunotherapy and thromboembolic event because most of the patients received other treatments before, and we know that cancer itself is a thrombogenic condition.

Other vascular pathologies that we have seen with the use of immunotherapy is giant cell arteritis with polymyalgia rheumatic. There is a report of 2 cases of this IrAE with ipilimumab in patients with metastatic melanoma that resolved with corticosteroids \[[@B13]\].

One case report found in the literature is very similar to our first case, and it is a report of a 53-year-old man with stage IV lung adenocarcinoma, who received nivolumab in the second line of treatment. Although he had a partial response in the body, his cerebral lesion progressed, with a deterioration of his walking ability and speech difficulty. The brain lesion was surgically removed, and the histopathological analysis revealed necrotizing encephalitis with no evidence of cancer. Therefore, it was hypothesized that it was a consequence of PD-1 blockade \[[@B2]\].

Another report published in 2014 described a 66-year-old man with stage IV melanoma BRAF nonmutated with gradual onset of ataxia and vertigo for 2 weeks after 4 cycles of pembrolizumab, with FLAIR hyperintensities bilaterally in the claustrum, right frontal and left occipital lobes and normal cerebrospinal fluid. He underwent an open biopsy of the right frontal lesion, and it was consistent with nonspecific CNS inflammatory disease. The patient was treated with corticosteroids and the anti-PD-1 was stopped, with improvement of the symptoms and resolution of the MRI changes \[[@B14]\].

The cases illustrated in this article show us the difficulty to distinguish between a rare IrAE due to the use of immunotherapy and cancer progression or even pseudoprogression in some cases. It is extremely important to report rare toxicities with anti-PD1 and anti-PDL1 agents, since we still have a lot to learn about how to manage those complications.
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![This figure shows erythematous scaly lesions typical of psoriasis, which worsened with the treatment.](cro-0011-0648-g01){#F1}

![**a**, **b** Magnetic resonance imaging of the brain showing multiple signal changes with a high signal in the T2/FLAIR sequences and restriction in the diffusion-weighted sequence, without impregnation by the paramagnetic contrast agent. **c**, **d** CT scans showing renal and splenic infarctions.](cro-0011-0648-g02){#F2}

![This figure shows the presence of distal digital necrosis that occurred suddenly after starting pembrolizumab therapy, raising the hypothesis of an acute thromboembolic event.](cro-0011-0648-g03){#F3}
